Enhanced affective startle modulation in salt-sensitive subjects.
Salt-sensitive normotensive men exhibit an enhanced pressor response to mental stress. Although an enhanced pressor response is associated with higher affective startle modulation in men, an association between salt sensitivity of blood pressure and affective startle modulation has not been studied so far. We studied reactivity to mental stress and startle modulation in 14 salt-sensitive healthy white male students and 14 salt-resistant control subjects, who were well matched for age, body mass index, physical fitness, and family history of hypertension. Subjects performed a computerized information-processing task under time pressure (manometer test), while heart rate and blood pressure were continuously registered. In a separate session, subjects viewed a series of 42 pictures of the International Affective Picture System (IAPS), varying in pleasure and arousal, while acoustic startle probes were administered randomly, and electromyogram activity of the orbicular eye muscle was continuously recorded. Startle modulation was calculated as the difference between startle responses under negative and positive affective stimuli. In contrast to salt-resistant subjects, salt-sensitive subjects showed significantly enhanced startle amplitudes under negative stimuli and diminished amplitudes under positive stimuli. Thus, salt-sensitive subjects displayed a significantly higher startle modulation than did salt-resistant subjects (P<0.05). Subjective ratings of the presented IAPS pictures did not differ between the groups. The increased startle modulation of salt-sensitive subjects suggests an enhanced activity of the central nucleus of the amygdala. This enhanced central nervous responsiveness may contribute to higher sympathetic pressor reactivity and, thus, to the later development of hypertension in salt-sensitive individuals.